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CROSS REFERENCE TO RELATED APPLICATIONS 

This application is a continuation-in-part of U.S. Patent Application S/N 08/819,507 by 
Albert S. Wang filed March 14, 1997 and entitled "Digital Video Signal Encoder and Encoding 
Method" and that application is incorporated herein in its entirety by reference. 



FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention relates to digital video signal compression and, in particular, to a 
particularly efficient signal encoding mechanism for encoding digital video signals according to 
digital video standards such as the ITU standard H.263. 



BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

With the advent of digital video products and services, such as Digital Satellite Service 
(DSS) and storage and retrieval of video streams on the Internet and, in particular, the World 
Wide Web, digital video signals are becoming ever present and drawing more attention in the 
marketplace. Because of limitations in digital signal storage capacity and in network and 
broadcast bandwidth limitations, compression of digital video signals has become paramount to 
digital video storage and transmission. As a result, many standards for compression and encoding 
of digital video signals have been promulgated. For example, the International 
Telecommunication Union (ITU) has promulgated the H.261 and H.263 standards for digital 
video encoding. Additionally, the International Standards Organization (ISO) has promulgated 
the Motion Picture Experts Group (MPEG), MPEG-1, and MPEG-2 standards for digital video 
encoding. 

These standards specify with particularity the form of encoded digital video signals and 
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how such signals are to be decoded for presentation to a viewer. However, significant discretion 
is left as to how the digital video signals are to be transformed from a native, uncompressed 
format to the specified encoded format. As a result, many different digital video signal encoders 
currently exist and many approaches are used to encode digital video signals with varying degrees 
of compression achieved. 

In general, greater degrees of compression are achieved at the expense of video image 
signal loss and higher quality motion video signals are achieved at the expense of lesser degrees of 
compression and thus at the expense of greater bandwidth requirements. It is particularly difficult 
to balance image quality with available bandwidth when delivery bandwidth is limited. Such is the 
case in real-time motion video signal delivery such as video telephone applications and motion 
video on demand delivery systems. It is generally desirable to maximize the quality of the motion 
video signal as encoded without exceeding the available bandwidth of the transmission medium 
carrying the encoded motion video signal. If the available bandwidth is exceeded, some or all of 
the sequence of video images are lost and, therefore, so is the integrity of the motion video signal. 
If an encoded motion video signal errs on the side of conserving transmission medium bandwidth, 
the quality of the motion video image can be compromised significantly. 

The format of H.263 encoded digital video signals is known and is described more 
completely in "ITU-T H.263: Line Transmission of Non-Telephone Signals, Video Coding for 
Low Bitrate Communication" (hereinafter "ITU-T Recommendation H.263"). Briefly, in H.263 
and other encoded video signal standards, a digital motion video image signal, which is sometimes 
called a video stream, is organized hierarchically into groups of pictures which include one or 
more frames, each of which represents a single image of a sequence of images of the video 
stream. Each frame includes a number of macroblocks which define respective portions of the 
video image of the frame. An I-frame is encoded independently of all other frames and therefore 
represents an image of the sequence of images of the video stream without reference to other 
frames. P-frames are motion-compensated frames and are therefore encoded in a manner which is 
dependent upon other frames. Specifically, a P-frame is a predictively motion-compensated frame 
and depends only upon one I-frame or, alternatively, another P-frame which precedes the P-frame 
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in the sequence of frames of the video image. The H.263 standard also describes BP-frames; 
however, for the purposes of description herein, a BP-frame is treated as a P-frame. 

All frames are compressed by reducing redundancy of image data within a single frame. 
Motion-compensated frames are further compressed by reducing redundancy of image data within 
a sequence of frames. Since a motion video signal includes a sequence of images which differ 
from one another only incrementally, significant compression can be realized by encoding a 
number of frames as motion-compensated frames, i.e., as P-frames. However, errors from noise 
introduced into the motion video signal or artifacts from encoding of the motion video signal can 
be perpetuated from one P-frame to the next and therefore persist as a rather annoying artifact of 
the rendered motion video image. It is therefore desirable to periodically send an I-frame to 
eliminate any such errors or artifacts. Conversely, I-frames require many times more bandwidth, 
e.g., on the order of ten times more bandwidth, than P-frames, so encoding I-frames too 
frequently consumes more bandwidth than necessary. Accordingly, determining when to include 
an I-frame, rather than a P-frame, in an encoded video stream is an important consideration when 
maximizing video image quality without exceeding available bandwidth. 

Another important consideration when maximizing video image quality within limited 
signal bandwidth is the compromise between image quality of and bandwidth consumed by the 
encoded video signal as represented by an encoding parameter X. In encoding a video signal, a 
particular value of encoding parameter X is selected as a representation of a specific compromise 
between image detail and the degree of compression achieved. In general, a greater degree of 
compression is achieved by sacrificing image detail, and image detail is enhanced by sacrificing the 
degree of achievable compression of the video signal. In the encoding standard H.263, a 
quantization parameter Q effects such a comprise between image quality and consumed 
bandwidth by controlling a quantization step size during quantization in an encoding process. 

However, a particular value of encoding parameter X which is appropriate for one motion 
video signal can be entirely inappropriate for a different motion video signal. For example, 
motion video signals representing a video image which changes only slightly over time, such as a 
news broadcast (generally referred to as "talking heads"), can be represented by relatively small P- 
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frames since successive frames differ relatively little. As a result, each frame can include greater 
detail at the expense of less compression of each frame. Conversely, motion video signals 
representing a video image which changes significantly over time, such as fast motion sporting 
events, require: larger P-frames since successive frames differ considerably. Accordingly, each 
5 frame requires greater compression at the expense of image detail. 

Determining an optimum value of encoding parameter X for a particular motion video 
signal can be particularly difficult. Such is especially true for some motion video signals which 
include both periods of little motion and periods of significant motion. For example, in a motion 
video signal representing a football game includes periods where both teams are stationary 
10 awaiting the snap of the football from the center to the quarterback and periods of sudden 

extreme motion. Selecting a value of encoding parameter X which is too high results in sufficient 
compression that frames are not lost during high motion periods but also in unnecessarily poor 
image quality during periods were players are stationary or moving slowly between plays. 
Conversely, selecting a value of encoding parameter X which is too low results in better image 
15 quality during periods of low motion but likely results in loss of frames due to exceeded available 
bandwidth during high motion periods. 

A third factor in selecting a balance between motion video image quality and conserving 
available bandwidth is the frame rate of the motion video signal. A higher frame rate, i.e., more 
frames per second, provides an appearance of smoother motion and a higher quality video image. 
20 At the same time, sending more frames in a given period of time consumes more of the available 
bandwidth. Conversely, a lower frame rate, i.e., fewer frames per second, consumes less of the 
available bandwidth but provides a motion video signal which is more difficult for the viewer to 
perceive as motion between frames and, below some threshold, the motion video image is 
perceived as a "slide show," i.e., a sequence of discrete, still, photographic images. However, 
25 intermittent loss of frames resulting from exceeding the available threshold as a result of using an 
excessively high frame rate provides a "jerky" motion video image which is more annoying to 
viewers than a regular, albeit low, frame rate. 

I-frame placement and encoding parameter X value selection combine to represent a 
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compromise between motion video image quality and conservation of available bandwidth. 
However, to date, conventional motion video encoders have failed to provide satisfactory motion 
video image quality within the available bandwidth. 



SUMMARY OF THE EWENTION 
In accordance with the present invention, a primary open loop rate control selects an 
optimized encoding parameter X by determining a desired size for an individual frame and 
comparing the size of the frame as encoded to the desired size. Encoding parameter X represents 
a compromise between the distortion introduced into a motion video signal as a result of encoding 
the motion video signal and the amount of data required to represent the motion video signal as 
encoded and therefore the amount of bandwidth consumed in delivering the encoded motion 
video signal. A specific value of encoding parameter X, represents a specific compromise between 
image quality and consumed bandwidth. Encoding a motion video signal in accordance with 
encoding parameter X effects the compromise between consumed bandwidth and video image 
quality represented by encoding parameter X, If the encoded frame size is greater than the desired 
size, encoding parameter X is increased to reduce the size of subsequently encoded frames to 
consume less bandwidth at the expense of image quality. Conversely, if the encoded frame size is 
less than the desired size, encoding parameter X is reduced to increase the size of subsequently 
encoded frames to improve image quality and to fully consume available bandwidth. As a result, 
each frame is encoded in a manner which maximizes image quality while approaching full 
consumption of available bandwidth and guarding against exceeding available bandwidth. 

Further in accordance with the present invention, a secondary close loop rate control 
ensures that overall available bandwidth is never exceeded. Encoding parameter X is selected by 
accumulating a cumulative bandwidth error which represents the amount by which bandwidth 
consumed by encoding a motion video signal deviates from the amount of bandwidth which is 
available for encoding of the motion video signal. The cumulative bandwidth error accumulates 
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as time passes and is consumed by encoded frames which are transmitted through the 
communication medium whose bandwidth is measured. Encoding frames which are consistently 
slightly too large results in incremental reductions in the cumulative bandwidth error which can 
have a negative value and which can grow in magnitude as a result of such reductions. In 
response to the reduction of the cumulative bandwidth error, encoding parameter X is increased to 
reduce the size of subsequently encoded frames to consume less bandwidth at the expense of 
image quality. Encoding frames which are consistently slightly too small results in a incremental 
increases in the cumulative bandwidth error. In response to the increases in the cumulative 
bandwidth error, encoding parameter X is decreased to increase the size of subsequently encoded 
frames to improve image quality and to fully consume available bandwidth. As a result, gradual 
trends of the primary open loop rate control which allow available bandwidth to accumulate or to 
be exceeded are thwarted. In addition, secondary closed loop rate control contributes to selecting 
an optimum compromise between image quality and available bandwidth. 

Further in accordance with the present invention, motion video images which change from 
a slow changing scene to a rapidly changing scene are detected and encoding parameter X is 
adjusted to more quickly adapt to the changing motion video signal and to continue to provide a 
particularly desirable compromise between image quality and available bandwidth. In particular, 
the absolute pixel difference between two consecutive frames is measured. Previously measured 
absolute pixel differences corresponding to previously encoded frames of the motion video signal 
are filtered to form a filtered previous absolute pixel difference. Encoding parameter X is adjusted 
in accordance with the absolute pixel difference and the filtered previous absolute pixel difference 
independently of changes to encoding parameter X as determined by the primary open loop rate 
control and secondary closed loop rate control described above. In particular, if the current 
absolute pixel difference is greater than the filtered previous absolute pixel difference, showing an 
increase in the rate of change between frames, encoding parameter X is increased to reduce the 
size of subsequently encoded frames and to thereby make additional bandwidth available for such 
encoded frames. Conversely, if the current absolute pixel difference is less than the filtered 
previous absolute pixel difference, a decrease in the rate of change between frames is detected and 
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encoding parameter X is decreased to improve image quality and to more fully consume available 
bandwidth. As a result, the optimum compromise achieved by the primary open loop rate control 
and the secondary closed loop rate control is more stable, i.e., reaches equilibrium more quickly, 
when the rate of change between frames of a motion video image changes significantly and 
rapidly. 

Further in accordance with the present invention, a scene change between frames of a 
motion video signal are detected and the first frame of the new scene is encoded as an I-frame. 
As a result, the encoded frame is only slightly larger than an equivalent P-frame since a scene 
change represents a particularly large change between the current frame and the previous frame. 
In addition, the encoding of the next I-frame is postponed until the expiration of a full I-frame 
interval which starts with the encoding of the scene change I-frame, even if the previous I-frame 
interval had partially elapsed but had not expired prior to encoding of the I-frame. A scene 
change is detected by measuring the absolute pixel difference between the current frame and the 
previous frame, filtering the absolute pixel difference with a previously filtered absolute pixel 
difference, and comparing the newly filtered absolute pixel difference to a threshold. The 
threshold is proportional to the previously filtered absolute pixel difference. If the newly filtered 
absolute pixel difference is greater than the threshold, the current frame is determined to be the 
first frame of a new scene and is therefore encoded as an I-frame. 

Each of these mechanisms represents a significant improvement over the prior art and 
enhances the quality of a motion video image without exceeding available bandwidth. These 
mechanisms can be used individually or in combination. 



BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

Figure 1 is a block diagram of a video signal encoder according to the present invention. 
Figure 2 is a block diagram of the encoding parameter X adjuster of Figure 1. 
Figure 3 is a logic flow diagram illustrating the processing of the primary open ioop rate 
control of Figure 2. 
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Figure 4 is a logic flow diagram illustrating the processing of the secondary close loop rate 
control of Figure 2. 

Figure 5 is a logic flow diagram illustrating the processing of the X pre-compensator of 
Figure 2. 

5 Figure 6 is a logic flow diagram illustrating the processing of the I/P framer of Figure 1. 

Figure 7 is a logic flow diagram illustrating the determination by the I/P framer of Figure 1 
that the current frame of a motion video signal represents a scene change. 

Figure 8 is a logic flow diagram illustrating the processing of the frame rate controller of 
Figure 1. 

10 Figure 9 is a block diagram of a server computer system, which includes the video signal 

encoder of Figure 1, and a client computer system which includes a video signal decoder and a 
computer network which connects the two computers. 

Figure 10 is a block diagram of the server computer system of Figure 9. 

Figure 1 1 is a block diagram of the client computer system of Figure 9. 

15 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

In accordance with the present invention, a video signal encoder 100 (Figure 1) maximizes 
image quality without exceeding bandwidth available for transmitting the encoded motion video 

20 signal. Video signal encoder 100 receives a frame of a video signal from a video source (not 
shown in Figure 1) which can include, for example, a video camera, a video cassette player, a 
video laser disk player, or similar video source. Video signal encoder 100 stores the frame in 
buffer 102 after moving any frame previously stored in buffer 102 into buffer 104. Thus, video 
signal encoder 100 stores two consecutive frames in buffers 102 and 104. The frame stored in 

25 buffer 102 is sometimes referred to herein as the current frame, and the frame stored in buffer 104 
is sometimes referred to herein as the previous frame. I/P framer 106 of video signal encoder 100 
includes a motion estimator/compensator 108 which retrieves the current frame from buffer 102 
and a reconstructed previous frame from a buffer 128 and derives motion vectors which represent 
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motion between the current and reconstructed previous frames. The reconstructed previous 
frame is reconstructed from a previously encoded frame as described more completely below. For 
each of one or more macroblocks of the current frame, motion estimator/compensator 108 derives 
a motion vector which specifies a portion of the reconstructed previous frame which the 
5 macroblock corresponds and an associated motion vector error signal. A motion vector specifies 
a motion-compensated macroblock in terms of a vector to an equal-sized portion of another 
frame. A macroblock specified by a motion vector of a particular macroblock is sometimes 
referred to herein as a macroblock which is temporally displaced from the particular macroblock. 
A motion vector error signal represents an amount of variation between the macroblock and a 
10 temporally displaced macroblock of the macroblock. 

Motion estimator/compensator 108 produces a current motion-compensated frame from 
the motion vectors and the current and reconstructed previous frames received from buffers 102 
and 128. Motion estimator/compensator 108 passes the motion-compensated frame to transform 
coder 1 10 which performs a transformation, e.g., a direct cosine transformation (DCT), on the 
1 5 motion-compensated macroblocks of the motion-compensated frame to produce a transformed 
frame. Transform coder 110 passes the transformed frame to a quantizer 1 12. Quantizer 1 12 
quantizes coefficients used in transform coder 110 and these coefficients are then used later for 
Huffman coding the transformed frame to complete compression of the current frame retrieved 
from buffer 102. Huffinan coding is described more completely in copending U.S. Patent 

20 Application 08/ , for "Method and Apparatus for Implementing Motion Detection and 

Estimation in Video Compression" (Attorney Docket No.: VXTMP003/VXT70 1 ) filed on March 
14, 1997, and that description is incorporated herein by reference. 

As described briefly above, a reconstructed previous frame is used to estimate motion 
between consecutive frames. The reconstructed previous frame is formed as follows. A 
25 dequantizer 120 receives the encoded current frame from quantizer 1 12 and performs the inverse 
of the quantization performed by quantizer 1 12. The dequantized frame is transferred from 
dequantizer 120 to a transform decoder 122 which performs an inverse transformation of the 
transformation performed by transform coder 110. A frame reconstructor 124 receives the 
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transformed frame and reconstructs a reconstructed current frame therefrom. Specifically, frame 
reconstructor 124 reconstructs motion-compensated macroblocks of the frame received from 
transform decoder 122 by reference to a previously reconstructed frame stored in .buffer 128. The 
reconstructed current frame is stored in a buffer 126 and the reconstructed frame which is 
previously stored in buffer 126 is moved to buffer 128. Therefore buffer 128 stores a 
reconstructed previous frame which is reconstructed from the previously encoded frame. 
Dequantizer 120, transform decoder 122, and frame reconstructor 124 are conventional. 

Quantization by quantizer 1 12 is important in the encoding of a frame because a significant 
loss of signal for the sake of better compression can happen during quantization of the transform 
parameters. Quantization of coefficients used in transform coder 1 12 is known and is described, 
for example, in ITU-T Recommendation H.263 and that discussion is incorporated herein by 
reference. During quantization, and during other steps in the encoding of a motion video signal, 
an expression, D + XR, represents a selected compromise between motion video image quality 
and the degree of compression and thus consumed bandwidth. Specifically, D represents the 
distortion of a particular block of a frame of the motion video signal, i.e., the amount by which the 
block as encoded deviates from the block prior to encoding, and R represents the rate, i.e., 
amount of data required to encode the block. X 1 14 (Figure 1) stores a value of the encoding 
parameter X which represents a specific trade-off between distortion and rate. 

The expression, D + A,R, is known and is used to select among various options when 
encoding a motion video signal. Generally, the expression, D + XR, is evaluated for each of a 
number of encoding options and the option for which the expression has a minimized value is 
selected as having the best compromise between image quality and available bandwidth. In 
particular, such selections are typically made during quantization where the bulk of image quality 
sacrifices for better compression are made. In general, a larger value stored in X 1 14 results in a 
greater degree of compression, and thus less consumed bandwidth, at the expense of greater 
signal loss. Conversely, a smaller value stored in X 1 14 generally results in less signal loss at the 
expense of a smaller degree of compression and thus greater consumed bandwidth. 

As described above in greater detail, the appropriate value of X 1 14 for a given motion 
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video signal depends on the particular subject matter of the particular motion video signal and, in 
fact, can change dramatically within a given motion video signal. Accordingly, X 1 14 is controlled 
by a A, adjuster 1 16, X adjuster 1 16 is shown in greater detail in Figure 2. X adjuster 1 16 includes 
generally two X adjustment mechanisms. The first includes a primary open loop rate control 202 
and a secondary closed loop rate control 204. The second includes a X pre-compensator 206. 

In general, primary open loop rate control 202 (Figure 2) adjusts A, 1 14 for each P-frame 
to achieve a desired size of encoded P-frame. Processing of primary open loop rate control 202 is 
illustrated generally by logic flow diagram 300 (Figure 3) in which processing begins with loop 
step 302. Loop step 302, in conjunction with next step 314, defines a loop in which each P-frame 
is processed according to steps 304-312. In step 304, primary open loop rate control 202 (Figure 
2) determines a target size for the current P-frame. In general, the target size represents an ideal 
size for the current P-frame such that exactly the entire available bandwidth is completely 
consumed by the motion video stream produced by video signal encoder 100 (Figure 1). First, 
the amount of total bandwidth occupied by I-frames is determined and subtracted from the total 
available bandwidth to determine the amount of bandwidth available for P-frames. In one 
embodiment, an I-frame is encoded every 6.5 seconds in a frame rate of 10 frames per second, 
and I-frames occupy about 10-15% of the available bandwidth. Accordingly, 85-90% of the total 
available bandwidth is available for P-frames. The target frame size for the current P-frame is 
determined from the time elapsed between the current P-frame and the previous frame and the 
amount of total available bandwidth for P-frames. If P-frames are encoded in such a way that 
each P-frame is smaller than the target size, then additional bandwidth is available and video 
image quality is unnecessarily poor. Conversely, if P-frames are encoded in such a way that each 
P-frame is larger than the target size, then the available bandwidth will eventually be exceeded. 

In test step 306 (Figure 3), primary open loop rate control 202 (Figure 2) determines 
whether the current P-frame, i.e., the P-frame most recently encoded by I/P framer 106 (Figure 1) 
is larger than the target size. If the current P-frame is larger than the target size, processing 
transfers from test step 306 (Figure 3) to step 308. In step 308, primary open loop rate control 
202 (Figure 2) increases X 1 14 to thereby cause subsequent frames to be encoded with an 
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increased degree of compression and a commensurate degradation of motion video image quality. 
By increasing the degree of compression of the motion video signal, exceeding the available 
bandwidth is avoided. 

In one embodiment, A. 1 14 is increased according to the following equation. 



In equation (1), dX represents the amount by which X 1 14 is changed in step 308 (Figure 
3). Target represents the target size, and surplus represents the amount by which the current 
frame exceeds the target size. Thus, X 1 14 is increased in step 308 by an amount which is 
proportional to the percentage of the target size which is exceeded by the current P-frame. 
Damping_factor represents a percentage of the correction, i.e., surplus/target, which is applied to 
X 114 in a single performance of step 308 and is 0.1 (i.e., 10%) in one embodiment Application 
of a full correction of X 1 14 in each and every performance of step 308 causes X 1 14 to vary 
widely and frequently such that the encoded motion video signal varies significantly and frequently 
in quality and the visual effect of such is annoying to viewers. By setting damping_factor to 0. 1, 
changes in X 1 14 and, accordingly, in the motion video image quality are smoothed. 

In general, it is preferred that A. 114 (Figures 1 and 2) changes sufficiently to quickly 
converge to a relatively optimum value such that image quality is maximized while available 
bandwidth is not exceeded. However, configuring X adjuster 1 16 to adjust X 1 14 excessively to 
converge too quickly can cause the value of X 1 14 to be over-adjusted such that correction in the 
reverse direction is required for subsequent frames. As a result, the value of X 1 14 oscillates, and 
such oscillation can produce perceptible and undesirable artifacts in the decoded motion video 
signal. Therefore, it is preferred that ^ 1 14 changes quickly enough to converge quickly to a 
relatively optimum value but changes slowly enough to avoid oscillation about the relatively 
optimum value. The adjustments to X 1 14 described herein have been determined to provide 
acceptable results. 



dX = X * (surplus/target) • damping_factor 



(i) 
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After step 308 (Figure 3), processing of the current P-frame by primary open loop rate 
control 202 (Figure 2) is complete. 

If, in test step 306 (Figure 3), primary open loop rate control 202 (Figure 2) determines 
that the size of the current P-frame is not larger than the target size, processing transfers to test 
step 310 (Figure 3). In test step 310, primary open loop rate control 202 (Figure 2) determines 
whether the size of the current P-frame is smaller than the target size. If the size of the current 
frame is not smaller than the target size, processing of the current P-frame by primary open loop 
rate control 202 is complete. Thus, if the size of the current P-frame is equal to the target size, X 
1 14 is not adjusted by primary open loop rate control 202. Conversely, if the size of the current 
frame is smaller than the target size, processing transfers from test step 310 (Figure 3) to step 
312. 

In step 312, primary open loop rate control 202 (Figure 2) decreases X 1 14 to increase the 
image quality of subsequent P-frames and to more completely utilize the bandwidth available for 
encoding of P-frames. In one embodiment, X 1 14 is decreased according to the following 
equation. 

dX = X • (deficit/current__size) • damping_factor (2) 

In equation (2), dX represents the amount by which X 1 14 is changed in step 312. 
Current_size represents the size of the current P-frame, and deficit represents the amount by 
which the target size exceeds the size of the current frame. Thus, X 1 14 is decreased in step 312 
by an amount which is proportional to the percentage of the size of the current P-frame which is 
exceeded by the target size. Dampingjfactor is directly analogous to the damping factor 
described above with respect to equation (1). In one embodiment, the damping factors in 
equations (1) and (2) are equivalent. 

It is important to prevent X 1 14 from decreasing too rapidly in which case available 
bandwidth can easily and quickly be exceeded. Therefore, primary open loop rate control 202 
(Figure 2) prevents X 1 14 from being decreased by more than one-half of the previous value of X 
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1 14 in a single performance of step 312 (Figure 3) in one embodiment. After step 3 12, processing 
of the current P-frame by primary open loop rate control 202 (Figure 2) is complete. 

Thus, primary open loop rate control 202 determines an appropriate and relatively 
optimum compromise between image quality and bandwidth availability by comparing the size of 
the current encoded P-frame to a target, theoretically optimum, encoded P-frame size. However, 
use of primary open loop rate control 202 alone does not guarantee that the total available 
bandwidth will not be exceeded. For example, if P-frames are consistently slightiy larger than the 
target size, available bandwidth can be eventually exceeded. Therefore, secondary closed loop 
rate control 204 uses a cumulative bandwidth buffer to ensure that the total available bandwidth is 
never exceeded. 

Secondary closed loop rate control 204 monitors a cumulative bandwidth error to ensure 
that small cumulative excesses of bandwidth overlooked by primary open loop rate control 202 do 
not result in the encoded motion video signal exceeding the overall available bandwidth. 
Specifically, if the cumulative bandwidth error grows too large in magnitude, adjustments to X 
1 14 by secondary closed loop rate control 204 are large enough to compensate for any 
adjustments to X 1 14 by primary open loop rate control 202. 

Processing by secondary closed loop rate control 204 is illustrated in logic flow diagram 
400 (Figure 4) in which processing begins in step 402. In step 402, secondary closed loop rate 
control 204 initializes a cumulative bandwidth error to represent an initial cumulative deviation 
from the available bandwidth when secondary closed loop rate control 204 initially begins 
processing. In one embodiment, the cumulative bandwidth error has an initial value of zero to 
indicate that the available bandwidth is not exceeded and is completely consumed. In step 404, 
secondary closed loop rate control 204 determines a maximum allowable cumulative bandwidth 
error, which is one (1) second in one embodiment. Specifically, a maximum allowable error is 
established and represents the amount of data which can be transferred through a delivery medium 
in one second. As described more completely below, secondary closed loop rate control 204 
adjusts X 1 14 to prevent the cumulative bandwidth error from growing in magnitude, in either a 
positive direction or a negative direction, from zero. An excessively high positive cumulative 



- 15- 



Patent Application Attorney Docket P-2058/7 1 9 

bandwidth error indicates that too much bandwidth is being consumed and that delivery of the 
encoded motion video signal can be adversely affected. Conversely, an excessively high- 
magnitude negative cumulative bandwidth error indicates that more bandwidth is available than is 
being consumed and that the available bandwidth can support greater motion video image quality. 

5 Loop step 406 and next step 418 define a loop in which each frame, both I-frames and P- 

frames, are processed according to steps 408-416. In step 408, secondary closed loop rate 
control 204 adjusts the cumulative bandwidth error according to the size of the current encoded 
frame, i.e., the most recently encoded frame received from I/P framer 106 (Figure 1) whether an 
I-frame or a P-frame. In particular, secondary closed loop rate control 204 adds to the 

10 cumulative bandwidth error the amount of data which can by carried by the transmission medium 
in the time which elapses between the previous encoded frame and the current encoded frame. 
. Secondary closed loop rate control 204 subtracts from the cumulative bandwidth error the 
amount of data used to encode the current frame. A particularly large encoded frame, such as an 
I-frame for example, consumes more bandwidth than allocated for the amount of time which 

15 elapses between the current encoded frame and the preceding encoded frame. Accordingly, 

secondary closed loop rate control 204 notes a decrease in the cumulative bandwidth error or an 
increase in the magnitude of the cumulative bandwidth error if the cumulative bandwidth error is 
negative. Conversely, a particularly small frame consumes less bandwidth than allocated for the 
time which elapses between the current encoded frame and a preceding encoded frame and results 

20 in an increase in the cumulative bandwidth error or a decrease in the magnitude of the cumulative 
bandwidth error if the cumulative bandwidth error is negative. 

In test step 410, secondary closed loop rate control 204 determines whether the 
cumulative bandwidth error is less than zero, i.e., indicates that more than the available bandwidth 
is being consumed. If the cumulative bandwidth error is not less than zero, processing transfers to 

25 test step 414 which is described more completely below. Conversely, if the cumulative bandwidth 
error is less than zero, bandwidth consumption is exceeding the available bandwidth and 
processing transfers to step 412 in which secondary closed loop rate control 204 increases X 1 14. 
Accordingly, image quality is sacrificed to conserve bandwidth used by subsequent frames. In one 
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embodiment, X 1 14 is adjusted according to the following equation. 

dX = X • (error ^percentage • damping_factor + 0.02) (3) 

5 In equation (3), dX represents the amount by which X 1 14 is adjusted in step 412. 

Error_percentage represents the percentage of the maximum allowable bandwidth error indicated 
by the cumulative bandwidth error. Damping_factor represents a percentage of errorj>ercentage 
which is to be applied to A, 1 14 for any one frame and is fixed at 10% in one embodiment. The 
constant 0.02 in equation (3) represents a minimum correction of X 1 14 whenever a negative 

10 cumulative bandwidth error is detected by secondary closed loop rate control 204. In equation 
(3), the minimum correction is 2% of the current value of X 1 14. Without a minimum correction 
factor of 0.02, small cumulative bandwidth errors would be permitted to grow significantly before 
the error_percentage of equation (3) grows large enough to correct X 1 14. After step 412, 
processing of the current frame by secondary closed loop rate control 204 completes. 

15 In test step 414, secondary closed loop rate control 204 (Figure 2) determines whether the 

cumulative bandwidth error is greater than zero. If the cumulative bandwidth error is equal to 
zero, processing of the current frame by secondary closed loop rate control 204 completes and X 
1 14 is not adjusted since precisely the right amount of bandwidth is being consumed by the 
encoded motion video signal. Conversely, if the cumulative bandwidth error is greater than zero, 

20 unused bandwidth is accumulating and processing transfers to step 416 in which secondary closed 
loop rate control 204 decreases X 1 14. Accordingly, video image quality is increased at the 
expense of increased bandwidth consumed by subsequent frames. This is appropriate since 
unused accumulating bandwidth is detected and using such bandwidth improves the overall 
perceived quality of the motion video image. Therefore, small excesses in consumed bandwidth 

25 which are undetected by primary open loop rate control 202 but which accumulate over time are 
detected by secondary closed loop rate control 204 and available bandwidth is not exceeded. In 
one embodiment, X 1 14 is adjusted in accordance with equation (3) as described above with 
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respect to step 412. In the context of step 416, dX of equation (3) is negative to result in a 
decrease in X 1 14. After step 416, processing of the current encoded frame by secondary closed 
loop rate control 204 completes. 

Thus, primary open loop rate control 202 adjusts A, 1 14 for each encoded frame to reach 
an optimum compromise between image quality and conserved bandwidth while secondary closed 
loop rate control 204 ensures that small excessive uses of bandwidth do not accumulate such that 
frames are ultimately lost as a result of exceeding available bandwidth. It should be noted that 
adjustments to X 1 14 in steps 412 (Figure 4) and 416 are in addition to those made in steps 308 
(Figure 3) and 3 12. Accordingly, significant cumulative buffer errors resulting from small, 
incremental deviations from the target frame size permitted by primary open loop rate control 202 
result in significant corrections by secondary closed loop rate control 204 which can overcome 
corrections to X 1 14 made by primary open loop rate control 202 to guarantee that available 
bandwidth is not exceeded. 

While primary open loop rate control 202 (Figure 2) and secondary closed loop rate 
control 204 combine to quickly and effectively strike a near perfect balance between image quality 
and available bandwidth, quicker adjustments in X 1 14 aided by X pre-compensator 206 improve 
sudden transitions between high-motion and low-motion sequences of frames. Processing by X 
pre-compensator 206 is illustrated in logic flow diagram 500 (Figure 5) in which processing 
begins in step 502. In step 502, X pre-compensator 206 (Figure 2) receives from absolute pixel 
difference generator 118 (Figure 1) an absolute pixel difference between the current frame and the 
previous frame. An absolute pixel difference between two frames is the average of the absolute 
value of the difference of each pair of corresponding pixels of the two frames. Absolute pixel 
difference generator 118 retrieves the current and previous frames from buffers 102 and 104, 
respectively, and determines the absolute value of the difference between corresponding pixels of 
the current and previous frames. From these determined absolute differences, absolute pixel 
difference generator 118 determines the average absolute difference per pixel between the two 
frames. The absolute pixel difference is a good indicator of overall differences between two 
frames. In contrast, root-mean-square differences between corresponding pixels of two frames 
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exaggerates large differences between only a few pixels of the frames. 

In. step 504 (Figure 5), X pre-compensator 206 (Figure 2) determines minimum and 
maximum pre-compensation limits to ensure that X pre-compensator 206 does not excessively 
pre-compensate X 1 14. In one. embodiment, the minimum pre-compensation limit is the lesser of 
zero minus 25% of the current value of X 1 14 and zero minus 50% of the initial value of A. 1 14. 
The initial value of X 1 14 is described below in greater detail. In this same illustrative 
embodiment, the maximum pre-compensation limit is 50% of the initial value of X 1 14. In step 
506 (Figure 5), X pre-compensator 206 (Figure 2) determines a pre-compensation weight. When 
an encoded motion video signal is to be delivered through a medium with a relatively high 
bandwidth, fine adjustments in the amount of bandwidth consumed is less important and image 
quality becomes paramount. Conversely, when transmission bandwidth is limited, aggressive 
bandwidth consuming measures such as aggressive pre-compensation of X 1 14 prevent exceeding 
available bandwidth to such a degree that significant portions of the motion video signal are lost. 
Thus, the pre-compensation weight determined in step 506 selects a greater weight when available 
bandwidth is relatively scarce and a lesser weight when available bandwidth is relatively abundant. 
In one embodiment, the pre-compensation weight is determined according to the following 
equation. 



In equation (4), k is the pre-compensation weight. Frame_size_ratio represents a ratio of 
the predetermined frame size to the size of frames of source video signal 1040 and is therefore 
inversely proportional to the size of frames of source video signal 1040. In one embodiment, the 
predetermined reference frame size is 320 columns and 240 rows of pixels, i.e., 76,800 pixels. 
Bit_rate represents the available bandwidth of the delivery medium of the encoded motion video 
signal. Thus, as the size of frames decrease or as bit_rate increases, conserving bandwidth is less 
important and the pre-compensation weight of k decreases to approach a value of zero. 
Conversely, as the size of frames increase or as bit_rate decreases, conserving bandwidth becomes 



k = 128000. / (frame_size_ratio • bit_rate + 128000.) 



(4) 
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more important and the pre-compensation weight of k increases to approach a value of one. 

Processing transfers to step 508 (Figure 5) in which X pre-compensator 206 (Figure 2) 
determines a pre-compensation amount according to the current absolute pixel difference, the 
minimum and maximum pre-compensation limits, and the pre-compensation weight. Specifically, 
the pre-compensation amount is determined according to the following equation. 

dX = k • (abs_diff / (prev_abs_diff + 2.)) (5) 

In equation (5), dX represents the pre-compensation percentage by which X 1 14 is 
adjusted by X pre-compensator 206. K represents the pre-compensation weight described above 
with respect to step 506 and equation (4). Abs_diff represents difference between the current 
absolute pixel difference received in step 502 (Figure 5) and a filtered previous absolute pixel 
difference. Prev_abs_diff represents the filtered previous absolute pixel difference. The filtered 
previous absolute pixel difference is determined from previously received absolute pixel 
differences corresponding to previously encoded frames of the encoded motion video signal and is 
described more completely below with respect to step 510. Initially, i.e., prior to receipt of any 
absolute pixel difference, the filtered previous absolute pixel difference is set to an initial value. In 
one embodiment, the initial value of the filtered previous absolute pixel difference is zero. In an 
alternative embodiment, the initial value of the filtered previous absolute pixel difference is five. 

Thus, the pre-compensation percentage is proportional to the percentage by which the 
current absolute pixel difference deviates from the filtered previous absolute pixel difference. In 
addition, the sign of the pre-compensation percentage reflects the direction of the deviation of the 
current absolute pixel difference from the filtered previous absolute pixel difference. Thus, if 
recently encoded frames of the encoded motion video signal change from one another by only a 
relatively small amount and the current frame represents significant change from the previous 
frame, then a large positive deviation from the filtered previous absolute pixel difference will be 
reflected in the current absolute pixel difference. Accordingly, X pre-compensator 206 (Figure 2) 
increases X 1 14 by a relatively large percentage in anticipation of a potential shortage of available 
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bandwidth as a result of the increase in differences between successive frames. Conversely, if 
recent frames of the encoded motion video signal change from one another by a relatively large 
amount and the current frame represents very little change from the previous frame, then a large 
negative deviation from the filtered previous absolute pixel difference will be reflected in the 
current absolute pixel difference. Accordingly, X pre-compensator 206 decreases X 1 14 by a 
relatively large percentage in anticipation of a potential surplus of available bandwidth resulting 
from the decrease in differences between successive frames. Of course, if there is very little 
difference between the current absolute pixel difference and the filtered previous absolute pixel 
difference, X pre-compensator 206 makes little or no adjustment to X 1 14 since no significant 
change in the amount of difference between successive frames is detected by X pre-compensator 



By adding two to the filtered previous absolute pixel difference in the denominator of the 
ratio between the current absolute pixel difference and the filtered previous absolute pixel 
difference, X pre-compensator 206 (Figure 2) limits the amount by which X pre-compensator 206 
adjusts A, 1 14 to no more than one-half of the current absolute pixel difference. In addition, X 
pre-compensator 206 limits that, amount to no less than the minimum pre-compensation limit and 
to no more than the maximum pre-compensation limit in step 508 (Figure 5). 

In step 5 10, X pre-compensator 206 (Figure 2) adjusts X 1 14 by the percentage 
determined in step 508 (Figure 5). From step 512, processing transfers to step 512. 

In step 512, X pre-compensator 206 j(Figure 2) applies a filter to the current absolute pixel 
difference and the filtered previous absolute pixel difference to produce a new filtered previous 
absolute pixel difference for use in a subsequent performance of step 508 (Figure 5). In one 
embodiment, X pre-compensator 206 (Figure 2) applies a one-tap incident impulse response (IIR) 
filter to the current absolute pixel difference and the filtered previous absolute pixel difference to 
produce a new filtered previous absolute pixel difference. The following equation is illustrative. 



206. 



new _prev_abs_diff = (curr_abs_diff + prev_abs_diff) / 2. 



(6) 
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In equation (6), curr_abs_diff represents the current absolute pixel difference, and 
prev_abs_diff represents the filtered previous absolute pixel difference. New_prev_abs_diff 
represents the new filtered previous absolute pixel difference which supplants the filtered previous 
absolute . pixel difference and is used as the filtered previous absolute pixel difference in a 
subsequent performance of step 508 (Figure 5) by X pre-compensator 206 (Figure 2). By filtering 
previous absolute pixel differences, X pre-compensator 206 ensures that an isolated, large 
deviation in the trend of absolute pixel differences between subsequent frames does not have a 
large effect on changes in X 1 14 made by X pre-compensator 206. In addition, X pre-compensator 
1 14 processes according to logic flow diagram 500 (Figure 5) only when processing P-frames. 
Thus, a large absolute pixel difference associated with a scene change is not reflected in the 
filtered previous absolute pixel difference since the first frame of a new scene is encoded as an I- 
frame as described more completely below. Accordingly, X pre-compensator 206 can more 
effectively track differences in bandwidth consumption across scene changes and more accurately 
predict and pre-compensate for changes in the amount of bandwidth consumed by subsequently 
encoded P-frames. 



I-Frame Placement 

As described above, I-frame placement is an important consideration in achieving an 
optimum balance between motion video image quality and available bandwidth. In general, I- 
frames are encoded periodically to clear any errors in the encoded motion video signal which can 
propagate from P-frame to P-frame. Therefore, an I-frame maximum interval specifies a 
maximum amount of time which is permitted to lapse between encoded I-frames. In one 
embodiment, the I-frame maximum interval is 10.0 seconds. 

In addition to the I-frame maximum interval, it is periodically beneficial to encode a frame 
of the encoded motion video signal as an I-frame even if the I-frame maximum interval has not 
completely elapsed since the most recently encoded I-frame. In particular, when a scene changes 
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in a motion video signal, i.e., when the current frame is generally unrelated to the previous frame, 
encoding the current frame as a P-frame requires nearly as much bandwidth as encoding the 
current frame as an I-frame. In addition, encoding the current frame as an I-frame eliminates 
noise which is perpetuated from P-frame to P-frame. Therefore, I/P framer 106 (Figure 1) detects 
a scene change and, when a scene change is detected, encodes the current frame as an I-frame 
irrespective of the I-frame interval. Furthermore, graphical user interfaces which allow a user to 
skip forward or backward in the series of frames typically display only the encoded I-frames to 
simulate fast-forward or rewind playback. By encoding the first frame of a new scene as an I- 
frame, the user can skip forward or backward to the first frame of a particular scene. 

Processing by I/P framer 106 is illustrated in logic flow diagram 600 (Figure 6) in which 
processing begins in test step 602. In test step 602, I/P framer 106 (Figure 1) determines whether 
the I-frame maximum interval has elapsed since the most recent encoding of an I-frame. I/P 
framer 106 makes such a determination by recording the time of the last frame which is encoded 
as an I-frame and comparing that time to the time of the current frame. I/P framer 106 determines 
time according to a conventional computer system clock in one embodiment. In this illustrative 
example, the I-frame maximum interval is 10.0 seconds. Therefore, in test step 602 (Figure 6), 
I/P framer 106 (Figure 1) compares the time elapsing between the most recently encoded I-frame 
and the current frame to 10.0 seconds. If at least 10.0 seconds have elapsed between the most 
recently encoded I-frame and the current frame, processing transfers to step 608 (Figure 6) in 
which I/P framer 106 (Figure 1) encodes the current frame as an I-frame. Conversely, if 10.0 
seconds has not elapsed, processing transfers to test step 603 (Figure 6). 

In test step 603, I/P framer 106 (Figure 1) determines whether a I-frame minimum interval 
has elapsed since the most recent encoding of an I-frame. Since I-frames consume much more 
bandwidth than do P-frames, an I-frame minimum interval specifies a minimum amount of time 
which must elapse between encoded I-frames. Accordingly, frames of the encoded motion video 
signal are not encoded as I-frames so frequently as to exceed available bandwidth. In one 
embodiment, the I-frame minimum interval is 0.5 seconds. In test step 603 (Figure 6), I/P framer 
106 (Figure 1) compares the time elapsing between the most recently encoded I-frame and the 
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current frame to 0.5 seconds. If less than 0.5 seconds have elapsed between the most recently 
encoded I-frame and the current frame, processing transfers to step 606 (Figure 6) in which I/P 
framer 106 (Figure 1) encodes the current frame as a P-frame. Conversely, if at least 0.5 seconds 
have elapsed, processing transfers to test step 604 (Figure 6). 

In test step 604, I/P framer 106 (Figure 1) determines whether the current frame 
represents a scene change in the motion video signal. The manner in which I/P framer 106 makes 
such a determination is described below in greater detail in conjunction with logic flow diagram 
604 (Figure 7) which shows test step 604 more completely. If I/P framer 106 (Figure 1) 
determines that the current represents a scene change in the motion video signal, processing 
transfers to step 608 (Figure 6) in which I/P framer 106 encodes the current frame as an I-frame. 
Conversely, if I/P framer 106 (Figure 1) determines that the current does not represent a scene 
change in the motion video signal, processing transfers to step 606 (Figure 6) in which I/P framer 
106 (Figure 1) encodes the current frame as a P-frame. Thus, if the current frame represents a 
scene change or the I-frame interval has expired, I/P framer 106 encodes the current frame as an 
I-frame. Otherwise, I/P framer 106 encodes the current frame as a P-frame. 

After step 608 (Figure 6), I/P framer 106 (Figure 1) marks the beginning of the next I- 
frame interval in step 610 (Figure 6) since an I-frame is encoded in step 608. Thus, absent 
another scene change in less than the I-frame maximum interval, the next I-frame will be encode 
at the end of one I-frame maximum interval regardless of when the last I-frame was encoded. For 
example, if a scene changes 9.9 seconds into an I-frame maximum interval of 10.0 seconds, 
encoding another I-frame in 0. 1 seconds would unnecessarily consume significant bandwidth and 
such is avoided. After step 606 (Figure 6) or 610, processing of the current frame by I/P framer 
106 (Figure 1) completes. 

As described briefly above, I/P framer 106 determines whether the current frame 
represents a scene change in the motion video signal in test step 604 (Figure 6) which is shown in 
greater detail as logic flow diagram 604 (Figure 7). Processing according to logic flow diagram 
604 begins with step 702 in which I/P framer 106 (Figure 1) receives the absolute pixel difference 
from absolute pixel difference generator 1 18. Thus, the absolute pixel difference produced by 
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absolute pixel difference generator 1 18 is used by both I/P framer 106 and X adjuster 1 16. The 
absolute pixel difference is described above in greater detail and represents a measurement of the 
degree of change between the current frame and the previous frame. As described above, the 
absolute pixel difference is less susceptible to large changes in relatively view pixels and is 
therefore used to measure more accurately the degree of change between the frames as a whole. 

While a large current absolute pixel difference can be a good indicator as to whether the 
current frame is the first frame of a new scene, selection of a single, fixed threshold of the current 
absolute pixel difference to make such a determination is difficult. Selection of a single, fixed 
threshold which is too low can cause frames in a high motion sequence to be misinterpreted as 
new scenes and encoded as I-frames and therefore consuming more bandwidth than can be 
spared. Conversely, selection of a single, fixed threshold which is too high can result in failing to 
detect the scene change and encoding frames representing scene changes as a P-frames and the 
efficiencies described above with respect to encoding I-frames at scene changes are not realized. 
Therefore, in step 703 (Figure 7), to which processing transfers from step 702, I/P framer 106 
(Figure 1) uses the filtered previous absolute pixel difference determined by X pre-compensator 
206 (Figure 2) in the manner described above to produce a scene change threshold. As described 
above, the filtered previous absolute pixel difference represents a filtered running weighted 
average of previous absolute pixel differences produced by absolute pixel-difference generator 
118 (Figure 1). Accordingly, the filtered previous absolute pixel difference represents the amount 
by which recently encoded frames differ from one another yet is not unduly influenced by a 
significant difference between only the two most recently encoded frames. In other words, the 
effect of any single frame is filtered by nearby frames in the encoded motion video signal in the 
manner described above. In step 703 (Figure 7), I/P framer 106 (Figure 1) produces a scene 
change threshold which is the greater of twenty or three times the filtered previous absolute pixel 
difference. By setting the scene change threshold to be at least twenty, transitions from very little 
motion to moderate motion are not misinterpreted as a new scene and bandwidth is not wasted in 
unnecessarily encoding a frame of only moderate difference from the previous frame as an I- 
frame. 
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Processing transfers from step 703 (Figure 7) to test step 704 in which I/P framer 106 
(Figure 1) compares the absolute pixel difference to the scene change threshold. If I/P framer 106 
determines that the absolute pixel difference received in step 702 (Figure 7) is greater than the 
scene change threshold, I/P framer 106 (Figure 1) determines that the current frame represents a 
scene change, i.e., is the first frame of a new scene, and processing transfers to terminal step 708 
(Figure 7) and that determination is reflected in terminal step 708. Processing according to logic 
flow diagram 604, and therefore step 604 (Figure 6), terminates in step 708 (Figure 7). 

Thus, by comparing the amount of changes between consecutive frames to a 
predetermined threshold, I/P framer 106 (Figure 1) recognizes scene changes and avoids encoding 
P-frames which do not realize significant bandwidth savings over equivalent I-frames. In other 
words, encoding the first frame of a new scene as a P-frame results in a P-frame which is 
practically the same size as an I-frame. In addition, since the I-frame interval is shifted at scene 
changes in the manner described above, encoding the next I-frame can be postponed until the 
expiration of a full I-frame interval. The following example is illustrative. Consider a scene 
change mid-way through an I-frame interval. Conventional systems encode a P-frame, which is 
substantially equivalent in size to an I-frame, at the scene change and encode an I-frame 5.0 
seconds later (after one-half of the I-frame interval). In contrast, I/P framer 106 encodes the 
scene change as an I-frame and does not encode another I-frame until one full I-frame interval has 
elapsed, unless another scene change is detected prior to expiration of the full I-frame interval. 
Such provides a particularly efficient use of available bandwidth without unnecessarily sacrificing 
video image quality. 

Frame Rate Control 

As described above, another important consideration in maximizing motion video image 
quality within limited bandwidth is the frame rate, i.e., the number of frames encoded in a 
particular period of time. Video signal encoder 100 (Figure 1) includes a frame rate controller 
120 which adjusts the frame rate of the encoded video signal as necessary to preserve the motion 
video signal quality and to prevent loss of frames due to exceeded bandwidth limitations. 
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Frame rate controller 120 predicts a frame rate which is relatively optimum for the 
particular motion video signal which video signal encoder 100 is encoding. The predicted 
optimum frame rate is based upon such factors as the delivery bandwidth, the size of the current 
frame as encoded, and the cumulative bandwidth error described above. Some frame rate control 
mechanisms reduce frame rates of encoded motion video signals in response to detecting 
imminent exhaustion of available bandwidth. Such mechanisms, while generally effective at 
preventing exhaustion of available bandwidth, can perpetuate high latency as bandwidth is 
consumed to the point at which exhaustion of available becomes imminent and reduction of such 
latency can be rather difficult. By predicting a relatively optimum frame rate for a particular 
sequence of frames during encoding of the sequence, frame rate controller 120 can prevent 
unnecessarily high latency in the delivery of the encoded motion video signal and exhaustion of 
the available bandwidth is not a prerequisite to adjustment of the frame rate. 

The controlling of the frame rate by frame rate controller 120 is illustrated in logic flow 
diagram 800 (Figure 8) in which processing begins with step 802. In step 802, frame rate 
controller 120 (Figure 1) determines an appropriate frame rate for the encoded motion video 
signal from X 1 14 and the size of the current frame as encoded. The frame rate determined in step 
802 is sometimes referred to as the sequence rate. Specifically, frame rate controller 120 
calculates the sequence rate according to the following equation. 

seqjrate = (avg_worst_k / X) - (bit_rate / frame_size) (7) 

In equation (7), seq_rate represents to the sequence rate determined by frame rate 
controller 120 (Figure 1) in step 802 (Figure 8). Bit_rate represents the available delivery 
bandwidth in terms of an amount of data per unit of time. Frame_size represents the amount of 
data required to represent the current frame in its encoded form. Thus, the ratio of bit_rate / 
frame_size represents a number of copies of the current frame as encoded which can be carried by 
the delivery medium in a single unit of time, e.g., one second. This ratio serves as a starting point 
in predicting a relatively optimum frame rate for a sequence of frames of the encoded motion 
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video signal which includes the current frame and recently encoded frames. 

Avg_worst_X in equation (7) represents a worst allowable average value of X 114, i.e., the 
value of X 1 14 which represents the worst image quality permissible over an appreciable amount 
of time. In equation (7), X represents the value of A. 1 14. Frame rate controller 120 determines 
5 avg_worst_\ from an initial value of X which is determined in a manner described more 

completely below and from a worst allowable X which is selectable by a person designing the 
motion video signal who makes a number of decisions regarding the nature of the motion video 
signal. Frame rate controller 120 determines avg_worst_X according to the following equation. 

10 avg_worst_X = (init_A. + worst_X) / 2. (8) 

In equation (8), init_A, represents the initial value of 1 1 14 which is described more 
completely below and worst_X represents the worst allowable X. The ratio in equation (7) of 
avg_worst__A, to X 1 14 adjusts the ratio of bitj-ate to frame_size according to the particular image 

15 quality of the current encoded frame. For example, if X 1 14 is smaller than avg_worst_k, the 

ratio of avg_worst_A to X is greater than 1.0 and the predicted frame rate of step 802 according 
to equation (7) is larger than the ratio of bit_rate to frame__size. Such is appropriate since a small 
X 1 14 indicates that the current frame is encoded with a higher image quality than is necessary and 
that a higher frame rate can be supported on the delivery medium. Conversely, if X 1 14 is larger 

20 than avg_worst_X, the ratio of avg_wprst_X to X is less than 1.0 and the predicted frame rate of 
step 802 according to equation (7) is smaller than the ratio of bit_rate to frame_size. Such is 
appropriate since a large X 1 14 indicates that the current frame is encoded with a lower image 
quality than is preferred and that a lower frame rate should be used such that better image quality 
can be obtained without exceeding available bandwidth. 

25 Processing transfers from step 802 (Figure 8) to step 804 in which frame rate controller 

120 (Figure 1) filters the predicted frame rate determined in step 802 with previously predicted 
frame rates, i.e., from previous performances of step 802, to produce a predicted sequence frame 
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rate for a sequence of recently encoded frames of the encoded motion video signal. In one 
embodiment, frame rate controller 120 (Figure 1) applies a one-tap HR filter to the predicted - 
frame rate. Specifically, frame rate controller 120 (Figure 1) averages the predicted frame rate 
determined in step 802 (Figure 8) with the previous predicted sequence frame rate determined in 
5 the preceding performance of step 804, i.e., with respect to the previous frame. Accordingly, 

extreme and frequent changes in the predicted sequence frame rate are prevented notwithstanding 
large variations in individual predicted frame rates determined in step 802. 

In step 806, to which processing transfers from step 804, frame rate controller 120 (Figure 
1) determines a frame distance from the source frame rate and the predicted sequence frame rate. 
L0 In one embodiment, the frame distance is the ratio of the source frame rate to the predicted 

sequence frame rate. The source frame rate is the frame rate of the motion video signal received 
by motion video signal encoder 100. The frame distance and the predicted sequence frame rate 
are floating point numbers to record minute changes in the predicted optimum frame rate even 
though fractional portions of the predicted optimum frame rate might not be reflected in the actual 
15 frame rate at which the motion video signal is encoded as described more completely below. The 
following example illustrates the determination of a frame distance by frame rate controller 120 
(Figure 1). Consider a motion video signal which is received by motion video signal encoder 100 
and which has a frame rate of 30 frames per second. Consider further that the predicted sequence 
frame rate is determined by frame rate controller to be 20 frames per second. Frame rate 
20 controller 120 determines the frame distance to be 1.5 frames in step 806 (Figure 8), i.e., that the 
encoded motion video signal should have one frame from every 1.5 frames of the source motion 
video signal. Thus, the frame distance represents a preferred distance between encoded frames in 
terms of the frame spacing of the source motion video signal. 

Processing transfers to step 808 in which frame rate controller 120 (Figure 1) determines a 
25 number of frames to drop in accordance with the frame distance determined in step 806. The 

number of frames to drop is one less than the frame distance but is at least zero. For example, if 
the frame distance determined in step 806 is 2.0, 1.0 (one less than 2.0) frames should be dropped 
between encoded frames such that one frame is encoded for every two frames of the source 
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motion video signal. 

In step 810 (Figure 8), frame rate controller 120 (Figure 1) determines a cumulative 
bandwidth weight to apply to the number of frames to drop determined in step 808 (Figure 8). 
Specifically, frame rate controller 120 (Figure 1) determines the cumulative bandwidth weight 
according to the following equation. 

weight = -(cum_bw_error / max_bw_error) + 0.5 (9) 

In equation (9), weight represents the cumulative bandwidth weight; cum_bw_error 
represents the cumulative bandwidth error determined by secondary closed loop rate control 204 
(Figure 2) of X adjuster 116 in step 408 (Figure 4); and max_bw_error represents the maximum 
cumulative bandwidth error established by secondary closed loop rate control 204 (Figure 2) in 
step 404 (Figure 4). The negation in equation (9) causes the cumulative bandwidth weight to 
have a positive value when cumulative bandwidth used exceeds available bandwidth in which case 
the cumulative bandwidth error is negative. In one embodiment, the cumulative bandwidth weight 
is limited to no less than 0.5 and no more than 2.0. Frame rate controller 120 (Figure 1) 
determines the cumulative bandwidth weight as an adjustment to compensate the predicted 
optimum frame rate for cumulative bandwidth surpluses or deficits. 

Frame rate controller 120 adjusts the number of frames to drop using the cumulative 
bandwidth weight in step 810 (Figure 8). For example, if the cumulative bandwidth error is 
negative and has a magnitude which is equal to the maximum cumulative bandwidth error, the 
cumulative bandwidth weight is 1.5, i.e., 150%. Thus, the number of frames to drop is increased 
by 50% by frame rate controller 120 (Figure 1) in step 810 (Figure 8). Such is appropriate since 
increasing the number of frames dropped, i.e., not encoded, between encoded frames consume 
less bandwidth when bandwidth is exceedingly scarce. Conversely, if the cumulative bandwidth 
error is zero, the cumulative bandwidth weight is 0.5, i.e., 50%, and frame rate controller 120 
(Figure 1) decreases the number frames to drop by 50%. Thus, when bandwidth is available, 
frame rate controller 120 causes motion video signal encoder 100 to encode more frames to 
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improve the quality of the encoded motion video signal. 

Up to this point in logic flow diagram 800 (Figure 8), various frame rates and numbers of 
frames to drop are stored and processed by frame rate controller 120 (Figure 1) as floating point 
numbers to preserve and properly process with relatively high precision such frame rates and 
5 numbers of frames to drop. In step 812 (Figure 8), to which processing transfers from step 810, 
frame rate controller 120 (Figure 1) determines the nearest integer of the floating point number of 
frames to drop as weighted in step 810 and drops that integer number of frames received from 
source video signal 1540 which is described in greater detail below. Frame rate controller 120 
drops a frame by simply failing to storing the frame in frame buffer 102. If the weighted number 

10 of frames to drop is 1 .2, for example, frame rate controller 120 encodes one frame, drops one 
subsequent frame, and encodes the next frame. Assuming the frame rate of the source motion 
video signal is 30 frames per second, the frame rate of the encoded motion video signal is 15 
frames per second since one frame is dropped for every frame encoded. If the weighted number 
of frames to drop is 1.7, frame rate controller 120 encodes one frame, drops two subsequent 

15 frames, and encodes the next frame. Assuming the same 30-frames-per-second source video 
signal, the frame rate of the encoded motion video signal is 10 frames per second since two 
frames are dropped for every frame encoded. 



20 X Initialization 

As described above, the particular value of X 1 14 which is appropriate for encoding a 
particular motion video signal is dependent upon various characteristics of the motion video 
signal. If X 1 14 initially has a value which is differs significantly from an optimum value for the 
motion video signal, either available bandwidth is consumed too quickly or image quality suffers 

25 unnecessarily until X 1 14 is adjusted to have a more optimum value for the encoded motion video 
signal. Accordingly, X adjuster 1 16 selects an initial value for X 1 14 which is predicted to be 
appropriate for source video signal 1540, which is described in greater detail below. Specifically, 
X adjuster 1 16 selects the initial value for X 1 14 based on the frame size of source video signal 
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1540 and the delivery bandwidth at which encoded video signal 1550 is transmitted to a client 
computer system as described more completely below. The following equation shows the 
selection of the initial value of X 1 14 by X adjuster 116. 

v 5 init_A. = ref_A, • refrate / (frame_size_ratio • bitjrate) (10) 

In equation (10), init_A. represents the initial value of X 1 14 selected by X adjuster 116. 
Ref_X represents a predetermined value of A, which is generally appropriate for some 
predetermined frame size and some predetermined delivery bandwidth. Reflate represents the 

10 predetermined reference delivery bandwidth in terms of an amount of data per unit of time. 

Frame_size_ratio represents a ratio of the predetermined frame size to the size of frames of source 
video signal 1040 (Figure 10) and is therefore inversely proportional to the size of frames of 
source video signal 1040. In one embodiment, the predetermined reference delivery bandwidth is 
256,000 bits per second; the predetermined reference frame size is 320 columns and 240 rows of 

15 pixels, i.e., 76,800 pixels; and the predetermined value of X is 30.0. Bit_rate represents the 
delivery bandwidth, i.e., the bandwidth at which encoded video signal 1050 can be delivered 
through network 904 (Figures 9-11). 

Thus, if source video signal 1040 has frames which are larger than the predetermined 
reference frame size, the initial value of X 114 (Figure 1) is greater than the predetermined value 

20 to conserve delivery bandwidth at the expensive of image quality since the larger frames will likely 
consume more bandwidth than would frames of the predetermined reference size. Conversely, if 
source video signal 1040 (Figure 10) has frames which are smaller than the predetermined 
reference frame size, the initial value of X 1 14 (Figure 1) is less than the predetermined value since 
smaller frames are likely to consume less bandwidth and image quality of encode video signal 

25 1050 (Figure 10) can be enhanced at the expense of bandwidth. In addition, if the delivery 

bandwidth of encoded video signal 1050 is greater than the predetermined reference bandwidth, 
the initial value of X 1 14 (Figure 1) is less than the predetermined value since more than the 
predetermined reference bandwidth is available and image quality of encoded video signal 1050 
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can be enhanced and additional bandwidth can be consumed. Conversely, if the delivery 
bandwidth of encoded video signal 1050 is less than the predetermined reference bandwidth, the 
initial value of X 1 14 is greater than the predetermined value to conserve delivery bandwidth at 
the expensive of image quality since less than the reference predetermined bandwidth is available 
for delivery of encoded video signal 1050 and more bandwidth should be conserved initially. 

By predicting an appropriate initial value of X 1 14 according to the frame size of source 
video signal 1040 and the delivery bandwidth of encoded video signal 1050, X adjuster 116 
prevents excessive bandwidth consumption and unnecessarily poor image quality in the encoding 
of the first several frames of source video signal 1040. 



Inclusion of Video Signal Encoder in a Computer System 

In general, video signal encoder 100 (Figure 1) encodes motion video signals for 
transmission through a computer network such as computer network 904 (Figure 9). Video 
signal encoder 100 executes within a server computer 902 as described more completely below 
and server computer 902 transmits the encoded motion video signal through computer network 
904 for receipt and real-time decoding of the motion video signal by a client computer 906. For 
example, a user of client computer 906 can direct client computer 906 to request from server 
computer 902 a particular video stream. By decoding and displaying the received motion video 
stream in real-time, i.e., generally at the same rate as the motion video stream is received and 
while the motion video stream is being received, client computer 906 can display the requested 
motion video stream shortly after requested by the user. Another application requiring real-time 
decoding and display of received motion video streams is video conferencing. 

Server computer 902 is shown in greater detail in Figure 10. Server computer 902 
includes a processor 1002 and memory 1004 which is coupled to processor 1002 through an 
interconnect 1006. Interconnect 1006 can be generally any interconnect mechanism for computer 
system components and can be, e.g., a bus, a crossbar, a mesh, a torus, or a hypercube. 
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Processor 1002 fetches from memory 1004 computer instructions and executes the fetched 
computer instructions. In addition, processor 1002 can fetch computer instructions through 
computer network 904 through network access circuitry 1060 such as a modem or ethernet 
network access circuitry. Processor 1002 also reads data from and writes data to memory 1004 
and sends data and control signals through interconnect 1006 to one or more computer display 
devices 1020 and receives data and control signals through interconnect 1006 from one or more 
computer user input devices 1030 in accordance with fetched and executed computer instructions. 

Memory 1004 can include any type of computer memory and can include, without 
limitation, randomly accessible memory (RAM), read-only memory (ROM), and storage devices 
which include storage media such as magnetic and/or optical disks. Memory 1004 includes video 
signal encoder 100 which is all or part of a computer process which in turn executes within 
processor 1002 from memory 1004. A computer process is generally a collection of computer 
instructions and data which collectively define a task performed by server computer 902. 

Each of computer display devices 1020 can be any type of computer display device 
including without limitation a printer, a cathode ray tube (CRT), a light-emitting diode (LED) 
display, or a liquid crystal display (LCD). Each of computer display devices 1020 receives from 
processor 1002 control signals and data and, in response to such control signals, displays the 
received data. Computer display devices 1020, and the control thereof by processor 1002, are 
conventional. 

Each of user input devices 1030 can be any type of user input device including, without 
limitation, a keyboard, a numeric keypad, or a pointing device such as an electronic mouse, 
trackball, lightpen, touch-sensitive pad, digitizing tablet, thumb wheels, or joystick. Each of user 
input devices generates signals in response to physical manipulation by a user and transmits those 
signals through interconnect 1006 to processor 1002. 

Server computer 902 also includes video signal acquisition circuitry 1070 which can be, 
for example, a video camera and video image capture circuitry. Images captured by video image 
acquisition circuitry 1070 are stored in a buffer in memory 1004 as source video image 1040. 
Alternatively, motion video images can be captured separately, i.e., by another computer system, 
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and stored in memory 1004 as source video signal 1040 for encoding and delivery to client 
computer 906 upon request. In addition, source video signal 1040 can be generated by 
processing of processor 1002 or by another computer and stored in memory 1004. Computer 
generated motion video images can be created, for example, by processing 3 -dimensional (or 2- 
dimensional) video models by server computer 902 according to control signals generated by a 
user by physical manipulation of one or more of user input devices 1030. 

As described above, video signal encoder 100 executes within processor 1002 from 
memory 1004. Specifically, processor 1002 fetches computer instructions from video signal 
encoder 100 and executes those computer instructions. Processor 1002, in executing video signal 
encoder 100, reads frames from source video signal 1040, processes and encodes those frames in 
the manner described above, and stores the encoded frames in encoded video signal 1050 or can 
transmit the encoded frames immediately through computer network 904 to client computer, 906 
(Figure 9) which is shown in greater detail in Figure 1 1 . 

Client computer 906 includes a processor 1 102, memory 1 104, interconnect 1 106, 
computer display devices 1 120, user input devices 1 130, and network access circuitry 1 160, 
which are analogous to processor 1002 (Figure 10), memory 1004, interconnect 1006, computer 
display devices 1020, user input devices 1030, and network access circuitry 1060, respectively, of 
server computer 902. Video signal decoder 1 100 (Figure 1 1) is all or part of a computer process 
executing within processor 1 102 from memory 1104. Video signal decoder 1 100 receives 
encoded motion video signals from server computer 902 through computer network 904 and 
reconstructs frames of a motion video image from the encoded motion video signals, to thereby 
decode the encoded motion video signals, and displays the reconstructed frames on one or more 
of computer display devices 1 120 for viewing by a user. . The decoding and display of the motion 
video signals is conventional in one embodiment. 

The above description is illustrative only and is not limiting. The present invention is 
limited only by the claims which follow. 
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